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Abstract
This paper examines the effect of a collaborative project to produce
authentic newsletters on learners’ motivation in an EFL writing classroom.
During a semester-long project in reading and writing classes, students at a
private university in Japan, in groups of four, wrote and published, using
Microsoft Publishers, three original newsletters on the themes of their
choice with the underlying theme of “global issues”. To make the
newsletters each member of the groups contributed at least one original
article on the topic of his or her choice. In addition, each four-page
newsletter was completed within eight 90-minute lessons, or over a period
of four weeks. My observation of on-task behaviour, students’ responses
and the end products revealed a significant increase in the level of
motivation during the project. At the end of the semester 37 students from
three different classes responded to our survey. The results showed that
the majority of the students had overwhelmingly positive attitudes towards
writing a newsletter in English.
Background
Motivation
It is well-known amongst EFL teachers that many students lack motivation when it
comes to writing in English. Crookes & Schmidt (1991, pp.498−502) define
motivation as interest as well as enthusiasm for the materials used in class, and
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persistence with the learning task for an extended period, with levels of focus and
enjoyment. For some students writing is not enjoyable, not even in L1, perhaps
because a written piece, unlike an oral speech, goes through several stages, from
brainstorming to outline, and several drafts to the subsequent final piece. It is a
gruelling process and highly demanding cognitively, linguistically and socially
(Brown, 2004; Mayora, 2008). Oral communication on the other hand, appears
easier and quicker (with the help of gestures, facial expressions, and innuendoes), as
well as being transient and less likely to be open to scrutiny. A written piece,
however, seems more permanent and requires commitment and responsibility on the
author’s part.
The lack of motivation among EFL students when writing in an L2 may also
stem from the fact that writing is a solitary task for the most part. While some
students with more introverted tendencies may flourish in writing, most students
find it hard to motivate themselves to spend hours alone writing. In oral
communication classes, however, students work generally in pairs or groups.
According to Mayora (2008) some students’ lack of motivation also has to do
with the fact that learners have little opportunities to experience authentic writing.
This is in part due to that fact that the purpose of the end product is merely for the
student to get a grade, or to complete the requirements of his or her studies. Not
having a clear purpose for writing other than for assessment, means students often
do not feel connected to their writing. In addition, generally the only person who
ultimately reads student’s work is their teacher, who is more likely to look for faults
and be critical than read it for his or her own real education or entertainment.
Authenticity
It is widely accepted that the use of authentic materials, which are produced in the
course of a ‘real and meaningful communication and not for pedagogical purposes’
(Mayora, 2008, p.1 citing Nunan, 1999), in L2 classrooms is a positive thing.
Unfortunately for some that is as far as authenticity goes in EFL teaching and
learning. A learner producing authentic writings to be read and enjoyed by others
(task authenticity) is often neglected (Guariento & Morley, 2001). Helping learners
to produce their own authentic writings would bridge the gap between classroom
knowledge and ‘a student’s capacity to participate in real world events’ (Wilkins,
1976, p.79). An EFL classroom is a community in itself, with its own somewhat
unique culture and language. A learner’s participation in the community can only be
described as authentic if their writings are ‘created to fulfil some social purpose in
the language community in which it was produced’ (Little et al. 1988, p.27). Since
in an L2 classroom it is the target language that the community is aspiring to
communicate in, the purpose of an authentic writing task would be to produce real
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end-products that can be read and enjoyed by all the members, not only the
instructor.
Collaboration
Momtaz & Garner (2010) define collaborative learning (CL) as ‘an educational
approach to teaching and learning in which small groups of learners work together
to solve a problem, complete a task or create a product’ (p.16).
There are many benefits to the implementation of CL in writing classrooms.
Since writing is a process, a ‘quality assurance system’ (Bruffee, 1981, p.745), in
which learners help one another through peer reviews, CL is necessary for the sake
of authenticity and to genuinely appreciate a written piece.
Historically speaking, learning among human societies has taken place among
communities. In other words, human knowledge and understanding of the world
exists in communities. Learning is a social activity, therefore, learners and educators
should be able to share knowledge and negotiate responsibility and authority
through open talks. ‘It is through talk that learning takes place’ (Momtaz & Garner,
2010, p.16). Of course, the level of collaboration differs among cultures, but
Flowerdew (1998) specifically found it beneficial among those cultures influenced
by Confucius’s teachings, i.e. Japan. This is because confucian philosophy
emphasises concepts such as cooperation and self-effacement.
Process
My third year university students as part of a compulsory global issues course
covering reading and writing skills were tasked to produce, in groups of four, three
authentic newsletters in English within a semester. As noted earlier, each four-page
newsletter was written and published within eight 90-minute lessons or over four
weeks (the classes met twice a week). The students were of high beginner to
intermediate level with TOEIC scores of 500−700; and most of them had gone
through two years of academic English, in which they had read extensively and
written personal and academic research papers.
For each newsletter round, each group member wrote at least one original
article, review or a letter to the editor, on the topic of his or her choice (by the end
of the semester each student wrote all three pieces), with the approval of other
group members and under the overall theme of their newsletter. The focus was on
originality, meaning that students had to write on any topic, but with a personal
element to the article to make the article authentic. They were also encouraged to be
creative, allowing them to make further contributions, such as poems, sketches,
pictures and so on in order to make their newsletter more appealing to the reader.
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Teamwork was also emphasised. They had to vigorously negotiate their newsletter’s
theme, target audience, design, content articles, title and so on, and come to a
consensus. Overall, the newsletters had to reflect the group’s feelings and views on
the issues they cared about and were interested in, but they also needed to be
interesting for the audience.
Week One
In the first lesson, the teacher introduced the concept, and then students were
divided into teams of four. The teacher also provided them with two authentic
articles (from English newspapers or online publications) to be read and critically
discussed in groups in the next session. For the reading task, each team member
was tasked with a specific responsibility such as coming up with discussion
questions, comprehension questions, vocabulary explanation, and chairing the group.
They were also required to bring in an authentic article to be read in week two.
Week Two
During this week the group selected two articles and, again, they read and critically
discussed them, while rotating responsibilities. They also chose their newsletter’s
theme and began brainstorming and taking notes on their own articles or reviews,
and then in the fourth session, they started writing. Each member was free to choose
his or her own topic, but they had to check them with the group to make sure that
other members were satisfied that the topic was within the overall theme of their
newsletter, and that they did not overlap.
Week Three
In the fifth session, students brought in the first draft of their articles and checked
them in groups, with the focus being on the content rather than the language. In the
sixth session they brought in the second draft and again they checked their drafts in
groups, focussing on content as well as language. (Their teacher observed and
assisted them when necessary).
Week Four
In the seventh session, students put their final articles together using Microsoft
Publisher and added other contents such as poetry, sketches, and pictures and
worked closely on design and made further necessary improvements. Then, in the
final session, students printed out and exhibited their group newsletters in front of
the whole class. They read each other’s newsletters and offered feedback. They also
reflected among themselves about the project and how they could change and refine
their experience in the next round. They repeated this process two more times, each
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time with a new set of classmates.
Skills
Students had to employ various skills to complete the projects. First and foremost,
they felt in charge, therefore responsible to complete the project and produce high
quality newsletters that they would be proud of, or even use for their future
portfolios. Further, students had to do research to find appropriate articles for the
group to read. Here their thinking shifted from that of pleasing their teacher to that
of amusing and intriguing their classmates. Also, occasionally they had to read and
be critical about an article written not for them, but for native speakers. Audience
awareness was another issue they had to grapple with, because they were not
writing for their teacher, but for a real-world audience, with a genuine purpose,
while interacting with other group members and being engaged in the project, which
Guariento & Morley (2001) identified as a truly authentic task. The students also
learnt to support each other in the process. Utilising Microsoft Publisher and other
necessary skills to complete the newsletter were some other benefits of the project.
Outcome
Teacher’s Observation
When the project was first introduced the initial response was a mixture of intrigue
and confusion. Some students voiced their concerns that they had never done it in
their own native language, therefore, it would be challenging for them to do it in
English. However, once the project started and they felt comfortable in their groups,
they appeared engaged in the process, especially the parts where they had to show
their creativity such as coming up with eye-catching designs and interesting titles for
their newsletters. The use of computers in the process also allowed some students to
display their skills and show a different side of themselves. In contributing further
to their newsletters to enhance the overall appeal of them, some students wrote
poems, while others drew sketches and offered photos, applying their own artistic
skills, which shed new lights for the teacher to know more about their students’
often hidden abilities.
Group dynamics proved to be very important in the process as well as the
outcome of the project. Groups that worked without any problem seemed to enjoy
the project and produced better newsletters as a result. In some groups, however, the
responsibility remained on the shoulders of one or two students, often diligent or
with a higher level of English and creative skills. Despite the teacher not assigning a
team leader role, de facto leaders naturally sprang out in the course of the project.
This became more apparent when they started using computers to compile their
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newsletters. This was not unexpected, as students in the writing classes were not
used to working collaboratively in their first and second years of university. They
had, for the most part, worked alone to write essays and research papers. However,
the group dynamic changed, and became more positive in the second and third
rounds.
While there were a few instances of plagiarism, in which a handful of students
had copied sentences or even a paragraph from articles online. These were isolated
cases and did not affect the whole project. Most students wrote their own original
articles on the issues close to them. Despite the problems, the teachers were satisfied
that the project had a positive impact on students’ motivation and their overall effort
in the classroom.
Survey
At the end of the semester, students were surveyed to get their views on the project.
37 students (31 female and 6 male) from three separate classes (taught by three
different teachers) responded to the online questionnaire. Below are the survey
questions and responses.
As we can see the responses are overwhelmingly positive despite the fact that
nearly 90% of students thought that the project was difficult. By the end of the
project, however, more than half of the students felt comfortable in showing their
newsletters to their friends and family outside of class, perhaps feeling proud of
what they had achieved. All the newsletters were read and commented on by nearly
all the classmates, mostly with positive feedback, which may have encouraged them
to share their work with people outside the classroom.
When participants were asked if they would put more effort into the
newsletters knowing that people outside the classroom were to read their
newsletters, 46% said yes, while 54% of them answered, “no change” and none
answered, “less”.
The following is a selection of representative quotes from students talking
Questions Yes (%) No (%)
Did you find the project difficult?
Was the writing process interesting for you?
Did you enjoy working in a group?
Were you able to express yourself well in your newsletters?
Was the project useful for your studies?
Did you think the project would be useful for your future jobs?
Did you show your final newsletters to your friends or family?


















about the project. Of the 29 comments 27 were positive and only 2 negative.
−By writing articles in a group, I felt responsible and [was] encouraged
to write good articles. Also, I was motivated because the articles were
read by many classmates.
−I thought [writing] newsletter was difficult for me. But reading our
friends [sic] articles is very interesting because I can know many things. I
was happy to make original newsletters.
−Writing newsletter was difficult for me [the] first time, because it was
very different from my last English class. But the second time I [got]
better than what I wrote first time. And I notice the newsletter is
interesting and group work is good for me to learn sociality. I think it was
[a] good project.
Discussion
Guariento & Morley (2001) identify a task in the EFL classroom as authentic if it
fulfils one of the following conditions: it has a genuine purpose, real-world targets,
involves genuine class interaction, or learners are engaged. Under this definition one
could argue that almost any task, from simple role-plays to more complex projects,
can be seen as authentic tasks. Yet, one could also argue the opposite that all tasks
in an EFL or any other classroom have pedagogical purpose and for that very same
reason, they have real-world targets. Genuine interactions and engagement, however,
are harder to fulfil unless learners are motivated to genuinely participate.
According to Ellis (1990) ‘[control] over linguistic knowledge is achieved by
means of performing under real operating conditions in meaning-focused language
activities’ (p.195). In other words the learners’ end product should go through an
authentic process as well as an authentic after-life in the community, as fulfilling a
‘communicative purpose, is intended for an audience, and integrated with other
receptive skills’ (Mayora, 2008, pp.2−3). As a result, the writings are connected to
the real feelings and views of the learners and represent their true expressions to be
communicated to those around them. The newsletter project achieved its authenticity
goals by making the process genuinely interactive and the final product for real
world purpose; something to be read and enjoyed by everyone, those in the class as
well as those outside.
In collaborative learning (CL) learners take charge of setting themselves
specific goals and assign responsibilities and negotiate their roles within a group and
assess their peers. This shifts the responsibility from that of the teacher to students,
in which the teacher is a learning mediator (Momtaz & Garner, 2010) and learners
are participants in an active and constructive process, in which they depend on rich
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contexts, engage in a social activity and learn and negotiate with diverse
perspectives (Smith & MacGregor, 1992). The ultimate goal of learning a second or
foreign language is to connect with a new set of communities and peoples, be it
through oral or written communication. Therefore CL is very important in writing
because it gives learners opportunities to write as part of a group while supporting
each other at the same time (Hirvela, 1999). Numerous studies have found that CL
has increased learner motivation (Kowal & Swain, 1994; Swain & Lapkin, 1998),
and our research on the newsletter project confirms this. A classroom is a perfect
place to create a sense of community so that learners flourish by working together.
As a result, writing is no longer a solitary activity but has a group dimension to it.
Conclusion
A lack of motivation among EFL writing students is a huge challenge for many
teachers. As we have shown, collaborative projects, in order to produce authentic
end-products, seem to address this problem. Yet, as Guariento and Morley (2001)
pointed out, task authenticity has seen little systematic attention and our study
shows that it can motivate students in EFL classrooms. Giving learners the power to
produce their own authentic newsletters, a real-life experience, with a clear and
genuine purpose, while collaborating with their classmates, shifts the process of
learning from that of teachers dictating and being the sole authority to that of
learners taking the leading role in their learning. Learners’ participation allows them
to be in charge, therefore connected to what they learn. This in itself is a motivating
factor as it empowers the learners. Another important benefit of this project is that it
is goal-oriented, a tangible final product for learners to take home.
However, further research is necessary to see the long-term effects of such
projects on student motivation. Also, it will be interesting to find out whether
newsletter writing has a similar effect on other age groups or students of lower or
more advanced levels. It would also be interesting to see the results of a
comparative study of learners working alone and in groups, and whether their
experiences and final products may be different from our study.
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